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As a strand of poststructuralist thought, Foucault’s discursive theory together 
with his concept of “perspectivity of knowledge” declares the death of 
“transcendental” subject, removes the ground for any truth-telling mental authority, 
thus opening the way to a new and non-truth-oriented form of historical study of text. 
It objectively echoes Barthes’ anti-humanistic formula in literary criticism expressed 
in his essay “The Death Of The Author”, finally facilitating the climate of 
anti-realism, relativism and skepticism in Post-World-War-Two intellectual circles. 
As a result, any literary text, successfully exempted from authorial interpretation, 
opens up a realm for us readers to have a free play in its signification. While the 
tongue is freed in interpretation, the reader’s “will-to-power” is materialized, leaving 
the critical writing as its remnant, which is nothing less than another free zone for a 
free play, since the death of the reader is predestinated. 
Above is a brief account of the critical formula I adopt in my study of 
Salinger’s masterpiece The Catcher in the Rye. This is a book widely read since its 
appearance in 1951 with its main character and also its first-person narrator Holden 
Caulfield, for his nonconformist standing against the conformist pressure of 
Post-World-War-Two American society, immortalized in American literary history as 
another mythical cultural hero standing up for individualism with Huck Finn as his 
forerunner. However, departing from this approved critical mode of Salinger’s book, 
my analysis will show another story. The thesis focuses on the adaptation of 
Foucault’s thought of modern power and the discursive formations to the fictional 
context where Holden, a middle-class young adult living in 1950’s American society, 
experiences a chain of discursive practices by agents of social control such as Pencey, 
the Caulfield family, mass media, and witnesses in himself a succession of character 















another. Tracing Holden’s years of life from his childhood, then over an 
embarrassing adolescence, headlong to his adulthood, we manage to come up with a 
mapping of Holden’s subject constitution as effects of power by social relations, 
typical of its absurdity, ambiguity, paradox and thus all-inclusiveness. Unruly, insane, 
alien as he is accused by those packing his life, Holden surfaces above the 
suffocating thickness of standardized behavior codes of his time as a spokesman for 
“others”, voicing his “otherness” to the full. His self-destructive trick in combination 
with his signification of “phony” manages to confront those normal outward with 
their inward “otherness”. His reading of modern life and modern people deeply 
impresses us with the knowledge that spontaneity is the essence of human nature, 
ambiguity is the nature of modern existence, absurdity is the attribute of modern 
power, and finally, impotence characterizes modern psyche. Despair sets in with total 
disillusionment on any absolute-truth claiming. This is the fact of modern life for the 
adolescent to digest for final maturity. 
To define The Catcher in the Rye as a growing up novel embodying the theme 
of “the Quest” to show its continuity with the western literature tradition could 
hardly encounter any dissent. For the convenience of literary criticism in literary 
classification, such an agreement is a necessity. It must be the “truth” of Salinger’s 
The Catcher in the Rye. However, Holden’s ambiguous ending together with 
Salinger’s intentional retirement from interpretative authority over his works into an 
insignificant state suggests both their authorial modesty and their authorial 
impotence for an interpretative uniformity, thus embodying an absolute truth: there is 
no absolute truth at all. Their self-dethronement has cleansed the text of any possible 
confinement by master discourses in the name of critical authority. Thus The Catcher 
in the Rye is and should be a free zone for a free play by a plurality of individual 
wills to power. In this sense, Holden’s narrated discourse can be interpreted as a 
declaration of free speech with “Holdenization” looming in its wake as an 
anti-socialization trend heading for re-individualization. Greatly awakened, I feel 
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authenticity of my mind and my literary competence.  
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Chapter One  Introduction 
 
In order that any society may function well, its members must acquire the kind of 
character which makes them want to act in the way that they have to act as members of 
the society or of a special class within it (Riesman, 1970:5). This is the modern 
concept of social constraints, which turn out to be more oppressive since they operate 
on the mind rather than merely on the body, especially the formative power of the 
educational system, which defines what is rational and scholarly. Only recognized 
teachers of the institution are allowed to determine the ways in which subjects are 
studied; in a given period only certain kinds of speaking and writing are recognized as 
valid. It depends on them to determine the nature of human knowledge, imposing its 
modes of division and of classification, thus compelling individuals to think in a 
certain way. And each practice is a set of rules and procedures governing writing and 
thinking in a particular field by wielding the power of discourse. Discourses are 
produced alongside in which concepts of madness, criminality, sexual abnormality, 
and so on are defined in relations to concepts of sanity, justice and sexual normality. 
As a result, people recognize a particular piece of philosophy or scientific theory as 
“true” only if it fits the descriptions of truth laid down by the intellectual or political 
authorities of the day, by the members of the ruling elite, or by the prevailing 
ideologues of knowledge. It follows that individuals working within particular 
discursive practices cannot think or speak without obeying the unspoken “archive” of 
rules and constraints, otherwise they risk being condemned to madness or silence 
(Selden, 1997:184). Individual subject comes into being alongside as the product of the 
whole formative procedure. Finally, we are all ‘subjects’ of ideology which operates 
by summoning us to take our places in the social structure. Here is a brief account of 
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Since modern power gets localized in the educational system, for a 
comprehensive understanding of the discursive formations as a modern form of social 
administration, it is better for us to make a reference to Salinger’s The Catcher in the 
Rye. Just as we see, Salinger locates Holden’s story within a very specific social world 
in which the most significant influence is not some generalized concept of American 
culture or society, but the codes and practices of a particular instrument of social 
control--the American prep school. Holden’s frequent reference to his school life has 
well exposed to us the operation of discursive practices on Pencey boys. To make a 
speech in Mr. Vinson’s Oral Expression, to unify and simplify and stick to a point is 
the rule boys should abide by. If anyone digresses, you’re supposed to yell 
“digression!” at him; more seriously, he is in danger of failing the course. The article 
Holden writes for Stradlater is rejected by the latter because it doesn’t follow the rules 
of the English composition assignment; rather than a room or a house or something a 
descriptive article is supposed to tell about, Holden writes about the poems on Allie’s 
baseball mitt, which is regarded as an open violation, although only a slight one. These 
are examples of discursive practices regulating and disciplining Pencey pupils’ 
academic performance. And Holden, who always does everything backwards and 
doesn’t do one thing as he is supposed to, is nevertheless a brave rule-breaker. Dr. 
Thurmer expects to submit Holden by implanting in him the knowledge that “life is a 
game, boy. Life is a game that one plays according to the rules”. His words embody 
the disciplinary power of discursive practices to standardize pupils’ behavior according 
to certain approved patterns; anyone once deviating, is done with an ax--a policy of 
punishment to frighten others and consolidate its authorized control. So punishment for 
Holden subversion should be spectacular enough to frighten other Pencey pupils into 
consciously normalizing their behavior as expected. Thus “no wonder you’re flunking 
the hell out of here”, says Stradlater sarcastically (Salinger, 1964:34).  
The body thus is the privileged target of the discursive practices with its next 
move directed at the moral and psychological level. Such a sophisticated operational 
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“Your first move will be to apply in school. You’ll have to. You’re a 
student--whether the idea appeals to you or not. You’re in love with 
knowledge,…Something else an academic education will do for you. If you go along 
with it any considerable distance, it’ll begin to give you an idea what size mind you 
have. What it’ll fit and, maybe, what it won’t. After a while, you’ll have an idea what 
kind of thoughts your particular size mind should be wearing. For one thing, it may 
save you an extraordinary amount of time trying on ideas that don’t suit you, aren’t 
becoming to you. You’ll begin to know your true measurements and dress your mind 
accordingly” (Salinger, 1964:256). 
Man is thus a simultaneous subject and object of knowledge. Implied in Mr. 
Antolini’s speech is how to produce a properly-patterned mind and create an approved 
personality. Thus educational practices are effective enough to guarantee the 
production of particular consciousnesses since individual subjects are constituted in the 
ideas that educational institutions deem worthy of being transmitted. Pencey Education 
is actually the framework of the discursive formations. 
So a look into the prep school context becomes a must in our attempt to approach 
Foucault’s discursive theory, which gets well practiced in those schools Holden ever 
attends. It is within the immediate, primary context of Pencey Prep, where we first 
encounter Holden, that we need to situate all the agencies that seek to influence his 
development, such as the peer group, parents, and the mass media, so as to map out a 
relatively comprehensive character formation in Holden. As a middle-class young 
adult within the particular fraction of the middle class whose behavior and psychology 
are the substance of The Catcher in the Rye, shifting for maturity in 
Post-World-War-Two American society, Holden can find not a moment for a fresh 
breath out of the suffocating air of his school’s phony culture, “I’m surrounded by 
phonies”, “Pencey is full of phonies” (Salinger, 1964:5). Even when the action moves 
to New York, Holden stays, in the main, within a finely tuned collegiate culture of 
dates and moviegoing. This is clear from his description of the socializing context in a 
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late, old Ernie’s was jam-packed, mostly with prep school jerks and college jerks” 
(Salinger,1964:91). Therefore, deeply drown in the collegiate culture, Holden has 
unintentionally in his recalling of the three wandering days in New York City exposed 
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